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UNMASKING
GREED: AN IN-
DEPTH LOOK AT
THE MISER BY
MOLIERE

In the vast landscape
of classic theatre, few
works pierce the veil of
human folly with as
much precision and
enduring humor as

The Miser by
Moliere. Written in
1668, this five-act

comedy remains a
timeless masterpiece,
a scathing yet hilarious
critique of avarice that
transcends its 17th-
century French origins.
For anyone seeking to
understand the depths

of greed, the strains it
places on family, and
the universal folly of
placing wealth above
humanity, Moliere’s
play offers an
unforgettable journey.
This article will explore
the plot, characters,
themes, and lasting
legacy of this seminal
work, providing a
comprehensive guide
for students, theatre
enthusiasts, and casual
readers alike.

Plot
Overview
: The
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Tyranny
of a

Penny
Pinching

Father

At its core, The Miser
by Moliere revolves
around Harpagon, a
wealthy yet
pathologically stingy
widower. The play
unfolds in 17th-century
Paris, where
Harpagon's obsession
with his moneybox
dictates every aspect
of his life—and the
lives of those around
him. His children,
Cléante and Elise, are
desperate to escape
his tyrannical frugality.
Cléante is in love with
Mariane, a woman
from a poor family, but

he lacks the funds to
secure their future.
Elise is secretly
engaged to Valere, a
clever young man who
has disguised himself

as Harpagon’'s steward
to be near her.

plot thickens when
Harpagon himself
decides to marry
Mariane—the very
woman his son loves.
Meanwhile, he plans to
wed Elise to a wealthy
older man named
Anselme, all in the
name of saving money
on dowries. The central
conflict is Harpagon's
tragicomic inability to
see his children as
anything more than
financial liabilities. The
climax arrives when
Harpagon’s precious
cashbox is stolen. His
frantic, heart-
wrenching grief reveals
the hollow core of his
existence. The play
reaches its resolution
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through a series of
clever deceptions and
revelations, including
the discovery that
Mariane and Valere are
actually Anselme’s
long-lost children,
allowing for happy
unions—provided
Harpagon gets his
money back. The
miser’s ultimate
triumph is not love or
happiness, but the cold
comfort of his
recovered treasure.

Character
Analysis:
More
Than Just
a Miser

Moliére’s genius lies in
his ability to create
characters that are
both archetypes and

deeply flawed human
beings. The title figure,
Harpagon, is not
merely a miser; he is a
complex portrait of
obsession.

HARPAGON: THE
EMBODIMENT OF
AVARICE

Harpagon is the driving
force of the play. His
name has become
synonymous with
extreme avarice in the
French language. He
hoards his wealth, lives
in squalor despite his
riches, and suspects
everyone of trying to
rob him. His famous
line, “lI want to see my
money—I| mean, my
dear cashbox!”
perfectly captures his
twisted priorities. Yet
Moliere does not make
him a one-dimensional
villain. We see
moments of self-pity
and genuine (if



misdirected) fear. His
obsession has stripped

him of human
connection, leaving
him isolated and

paranoid. The comedic
brilliance lies in our
ability to laugh at his
absurdity while
recognizing the tragic
underpinnings of a life
consumed by greed.

CLEANTE AND
ELisE: THE
REBELLIOUS
GENERATION

Harpagon’s children
represent the natural
desire for love,
freedom, and a life
beyond their father’s
financial prison.
Cléante is impulsive
and romantic, willing to
risk his father’s wrath
for Mariane. Elise is
more pragmatic but
equally determined.
Their struggle against
Harpagon's tyranny

reflects a universal
generational
conflict—the  tension
between prudent
authority and youthful
passion. Moliere
cleverly shows that
while Cléante and Elise
are sympathetic, they
are also products of
their environment;
they lie, scheme, and
even steal to achieve
their goals, suggesting
that Harpagon's
miserliness has
corrupted the entire
family.

VALERE AND
ANSELME: AGENTS
OF ORDER AND
FORTUNE

Valére is the clever
servant-turned-suitor,
a classic figure of
French farce. His
manipulation of
Harpagon through
flattery and pretended
submission is a
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satirical comment on
how power can be
subverted by
intelligence. Anselme,
the older wealthy man,
initially appears as a
threat but ultimately
becomes the deus ex
machina—revealing
himself as the long-lost
father of Valere and
Mariane, thereby
providing the financial
security that Harpagon
denies. These
characters, while less
developed, serve
essential roles in
driving the plot to its
comedic resolution.

‘hemes:
The
‘iImeless
Lessons

of The
Miser by
Moliere

The Miser by Moliere
is far more than a
simple farce. It is a
searing social
commentary on the
corrosive power of
money. The Kkey
themes are as relevant
today as they were in
the 17th century.

THE DESTRUCTIVE
NATURE OF GREED

The play’'s central
theme is the way
avarice dehumanizes.
Harpagon’s obsession
with his cashbox
makes him an absent
father, a terrible
master, and a social
pariah. He values a
locked box more than
his own children’s



happiness. The theft of
the box is the play’s
pivotal moment;
Harpagon’'s famous
speech—where he

cries out for a
magistrate to arrest
everyone, including

himself, because he
suspects everyone of
being a thief—is a
powerful illustration of
how greed spawns
paranoia and self-
destruction. The play
asks: what is the point
of wealth if it destroys
the very relationships
that give life meaning?

THE CONFLICT
BETWEEN LOVE AND
MONEY

Every romantic
relationship in the play
is threatened by
economic

considerations. Cléante
cannot marry Mariane
because he has no
money; Harpagon

wants to marry her
because she requires
no dowry; Elise is to be
sold to the highest
bidder. Moliere
exposes the
uncomfortable truth
that in society, love is
often subordinated to
financial
arrangements. The
happy ending—the
discovery that the
young lovers are
actually wealthy—only
reinforces this theme:
in Moliere’s world, love
and money must be
reconciled for true
happiness.

GENERATIONAL
TENSION AND THE
ABUSE OF
AUTHORITY

Harpagon uses his
position as father to
tyrannize his children.
He dismisses their
desires as frivolous and
sees marriage as a
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transaction. This abuse
of paternal authority
was a bold criticism of
17th-century family
structures. The play
does not advocate for
complete rebellion, but
it does suggest that
parents who prioritize
money over love are
ultimately defeated by
their own children’s

cleverness. The final
scene, where
Harpagon is only

concerned about his
cashbox while his
children are reunited
with their mother’s

wealth, shows the
emptiness of his
authority.

Historical
and
Cultural

Context

To fully appreciate The
Miser by Moliere, it is
helpful to understand
its historical backdrop.
The play was written
during the reign of
Louis XIV, a period of
increasing

centralization of power
and the rise of a
wealthy bourgeoisie.
Moliere, a playwright
and actor, was a keen
observer of social
hypocrisy. He often
came into conflict with
the church and the
aristocracy due to his
satirical works.

Interestingly, the play
was not immediately
successful. Some
critics found it too
dark, and audiences
were accustomed to
comedies with more
slapstick and less
psychological depth.
The character of



Harpagon was inspired
by Plautus’s ancient
Roman play Aulularia
(The Pot of Gold), but
Moliere transformed
the archetype into a
fully realized modern
figure. The play
gradually gained
popularity and is now
considered one of his
major works,
performed and
adapted worldwide.

Moliere’'s own life adds
poignant irony: he died
shortly after
performing in his play
The Imaginary Invalid,
but his works, including
The Miser by
Moliére, continue to
be performed more
frequently than almost
any other French
playwright. The play’s
universal themes
ensure its relevance
across cultures and
centuries.

Literary
Significan
ce and
Stylistic
Elements

The Miser by Moliere
is a masterpiece of
classic French comedy,
employing a range of
techniques that have
influenced playwrights
for centuries. The play
is written in prose
(unlike many of
Moliere's verse
comedies), which gives
it a more natural,
conversational rhythm.
This choice emphasizes
the realistic, everyday
absurdity of
Harpagon’s behavior.

Key elements of
Moliere's style here
include:
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e Exaggeration
and caricature:
Harpagon’s
miserliness is
pushed to such
extremes that it
becomes both
hilarious and
horrifying.
Mistaken
identities and
revelations:
The plot twist
involving
Anselme as the
lost father is a
classic comedic
device.

Verbal irony
and satire:
Dialogue is filled
with double
meanings and
cutting remarks
about the
wealthy.
Physical
comedy: Scenes
such as
Harpagon
checking his
cashbox, or the

frantic search for
the thief, rely on
physical action.

The play also adheres
to the classical unities
(time, place, action),
taking place over a
single day in a single
location, which
heightens the dramatic
tension.

Modern
Adaptatio
ns and
Enduring
Relevanc
e

Over the centuries,
The Miser by Moliere
has been adapted into
numerous films,
television productions,
and stage



performances. Notable
adaptations include a
1980 French  film
starring Louis de
Funes, who brought a
manic energy to
Harpagon, and a 2007
BBC adaptation with
David Calder. The play
has also been
reimagined in various
cultural contexts, from
modern-day settings to
adaptations in Africa
and Asia, proving the
universality of its
themes.

In today’s world, where

wealth inequality,
consumerism, and
financial anxiety are

ever-present,

Harpagon’'s character
resonates more than
ever. The modern
miser might be a
hoarder, a corporate
shark, or a
cryptocurrency fanatic
guarding a digital
wallet. The play’s core
message—that greed

10

isolates, corrupts, and
ultimately
impoverishes the
soul—is a powerful
antidote to
materialistic culture.

Furthermore, the play’s
exploration of family
dynamics—controlling

parents, rebellious
children, and the
struggle for

autonomy—remains a
staple of contemporary
drama and literature.
The Miser by Moliere
is regularly taught in
schools because it
provides a clear,
accessible gateway
into understanding
satire, classical
theatre, and societal
critique.

Why You
Should
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Read or

Watch
The Miser

by

Moliere

Whether you are a
student of literature, a
theatre lover, or simply
someone looking for a
compelling story, The
Miser by Moliere
offers something for
everyone. The play is a
masterclass in
character writing, a
sharp critique of
human vice, and a
hilarious farce that still
draws laughs today. It
asks profound
questions about the
nature of happiness:
What is the point of
wealth if you cannot
enjoy it? What kind of
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legacy do we leave
when we prioritize
money over love?

The language, while
rooted in the 17th
century, is surprisingly
accessible in modern
translations. The
emotional palette
ranges from pure
comedy to heart-
wrenching tragedy,
often in the same
scene. That moment
when Harpagon weeps
over his stolen cashbox
is both sidesplitting
and deeply moving—a
testament to Moliére’s
genius.

Conclusio
n: The
Miser by
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Moliere -

and happiness. The
play’s enduring
popularity is proof that

A M | rr(?lrl'le fashions change,

to Our

Own
Greed

In the end, The Miser
by Moliere is far more
than a relic of French
theatre. It is a sharp,
incisive mirror held up
to every society that

worships wealth.
Through the
unforgettable figure of
Harpagon, Moliere

forces us to confront
our own relationship
with money, family,

uman nature remains
constant. We laugh at
Harpagon because we
see a little bit of him in
ourselves—or in our
neighbors. And that
uncomfortable
recognition is precisely

what makes this
comedy not just
entertaining, but

profound. So the next
time you find yourself
counting pennies a
little too carefully,
remember the lesson
of the miser: in a
closed fist, only cold
metal remains. Open it,
and you might find
love, joy, and life itself.
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